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" D e a t h  a n d  t h e D e s i r e  
f o r  D e a t h l e s s n e s s " T h e  
C o u n s e l  o f  E l r o n d b y  G len  G o o d K n ig h t
I w ould lik e  to  th an k  D r. H e rb e r t  S c h iro  fo r  
s h a r in g  the  fo llow ing  l e t t e r  he re c e iv e d  f ro m  J .R .R .  
T o lk ien , and g iv ing  p e rm is s io n  th a t i t  a p p e a r  in  
p r in t . He w as a young m e d ic a l s tu d en t w hen the  
l e t t e r  w as re c e iv e d .
17 N o v em b er 1957
D e a r D r. S ch iro ,
I w as d e lig h ted  w ith  y o u r l e t t e r ,  w hich  
I sh a ll  c e r ta in ly  k eep . T h e re  is  no th ing  
m uch  r e a l ly  to  sa y  (beyond re c o rd in g  the 
p le a s u re  th a t y o u r  en jo y m en t and sy m p ath y  
give m e), a s  you u n d e rs ta n d  th e  m a t te r  so  
w e ll. T h e re  is  no 's y m b o lis m ' o r  co n sc io u s  
a lle g o ry  in  m y s to ry .  A lle g o ry  of th e  s o r t  
" fiv e  w iz a rd s  = five  s e n s e s "  is  w holly 
fo re ig n  to  m y w ay of th ink ing . T h e re  w e re  
five  w iz a rd s  and th a t 's  ju s t  a  un ique p a r t  of 
h is to ry . T o  a sk  if th e  O re s  'a r e '  C o m m u n ­
i s t s  is  to  m e as  s e n s ib le  a s  a sk in g  if  C o m ­
m u n is ts  a r e  O re s .
T h a t t h e r e 's  no a lle g o ry  does no t, of 
c o u rs e , say  th e re  is  no ap p lic a b ility . T h e re  
a lw ays i s .  And s in c e  I hav e  not m ade the 
s tru g g le  w holly u n eq u iv o ca l: s lo th  and s tu ­
p id ity  am ong h o b b its , p r id e  and ((illeg ib le)) 
am ong E lv es , g ru d g e  and g re e d  in  D w a rf- 
h e a r ts ,  and fo lly  and w ick ed n ess  am ong the 
"K ings of M en, " and t r e a c h e r y  and p o w e r- 
lu s t  even  am ong th e  " W iz a rd s " ,  th e re  is  I 
su p p o se  ap p lic a b ility  in  m y s to ry  to  p re s e n t  
t im e s .  B ut I shou ld  sa y , if  a sk e d , the  ta le  
is  no t re a l ly  abou t P o w er and D om inion: 
th a t only s e ts  th e  w h eels  going; it  is  about 
D eath  and th e  d e s i r e  fo r  d e a th le s s n e s s .
W hich is  h a rd ly  m o re  th a t to  say  i t 's  a ta le  
w rit te n  by a M a n !
Y o u rs  s in c e re ly ,
J .R .R .  T o lk ien
T he above l e t te r ,  p re v io u s ly  unpub lished , g ives 
a new and v a lu ab le  in s ig h t in to  J .R .  R. T o lk ie n 's  
m o tiv a tio n  fo r w ritin g  T h e  L o rd  of the  R in g s .
M ost c r i t i c i s m  h as  d ea lt w ith  LotR  a s  a book 
"abou t pow er, " w hich is  no t in c o r r e c t ,  bu t w hich 
in  lig h t of the above is  s e e n  to  be in co m p le te ; the  
w ork  is  a lso  about "d ea th  and th e  d e s i r e  fo r  
d e a th le s s n e s s ."
T h is  d e s i r e  is  indeed  a u n iv e rs a l  h um an  d e s ire ,  
and h a s  been  s h a re d  in  a unique way by T o lk ien  
th ro u g h  h is  w o rk s — th a t i s ,  no one e ls e  h as  
spoken  T o lk ie n 's  b e lie fs  in  T o lk ie n 's  m ode to  
T o lk ie n 's  tim e .
S ince T o lk ien  h a s  d ied  p h y s ic a lly , in  w hat 
s e n s e  m ay  he be sa id  to  be " d e a th le s s ? "  T h e re  
a r e  th re e  su ch  w ay s: in  h is  p e rso n , in  h is  w o rk s , 
and in  h is  r e a d e r s .
A s w as in d ic a te d  by T o lk ien  p e rs o n a lly  and  a s  
w as show n in  th e  v a r io u s  s e r v ic e s  co n d u c ted  fo r  
h im , T o lk ien  — a b e liev in g  C h r is t ia n  — w as c o n ­
fid en t th a t  p e rs o n a l im m o r ta l i ty  is  r e a l .  W hile 
th is  m a t te r  is  of u lt im a te  im p o rta n c e  to  each  in ­
d iv id u a l, i t  is  beyond th e  sco p e  of th is  o rg a n iz a ­
tio n  to  co m m en t fu r th e r .
D o u b tle ss  m any  w ill s a y  th a t T o lk ien  " liv e s  on 
in  h is  w o rk s . " We can  sa y  w ith  re a s o n a b le  c e r ­
ta in ty  th a t LotR  is  a c la s s ic ;  bu t ev en  th a t does 
no t g u a ra n te e  im m o r ta l i ty  e i th e r  fo r  the  w o rk  o r  
fo r  i ts  a u th o r . B ein g  a c la s s ic  is  a d an g e ro u s  
th in g  fo r  a  book: i ts  su b s ta n c e  te n d s  to  be f o r ­
g o tten  and i ts  e le m e n ts  of fo rm  ex p lo ited . Such 
books a lso  ten d  to  be c o lle c te d  in to  l i s t s  of "good 
b o oks"  of th e  kind en jo in ed  a s  r e q u ir e d  re a d in g  by 
E n g lish  te a c h e r s  f a r  and  w ide. (Indeed , LotR  i t ­
s e lf  is  w e ll on to  being  a b so rb e d  by th a t L i te r a r y  
E s ta b lis h m e n t so  d e s p is e d  by L ew is , w hich so  
often  co m es  b etw een  the  good r e a d e r  and the  book 
f i t  fo r  h i m . ) F u r th e r ,  th e  c l a s s ic s  a r e  p e c u lia r ly  
v u ln e ra b le  to  the  "D eath  of th e  T housand  C u ts"  
in f lic te d  by l i t e r a r y  " h ig h e r  c r i t i c s "  in  th e  fo rm  
so  w e ll p a ro d ie d  in "T h e  G e n e s is  of T he L o rd  of 
th e  R in g s , " p u b lish ed  in  M y th lo re  9.
T he s u rv iv a l of an  a u th o r  " in  h is  w o rk s"  is  
even  m o re  doubtfu l. H ow ever e x h a u s tiv e , a  m a n 's  
w o rk s canno t be m o re  th an  a p ale  p en u m b ra  of h is  
r e a l  p e rso n a lity . E v en tu a lly  LotR  — a s  a c la s s ic  
— is  doom ed to  fa ll  " if  no t in to  ob liv ion , y e t in to  
th e  g h o s t- l ife  of th e  m u seu m  and  th e  s p e c ia l i s t 's  
s tu d y "  (as L ew is su g g es ted  in  a n o th e r  co n n ectio n ).
T he L o rd  of th e  R in g s 's  p o s itio n  a s  a  c la s s ic  
is  s e c u re d  by i ts  n a tu re ;  but w h e th e r , being  a 
c la s s ic ,  i t  co n tin u es to  "w o rk  w ith  pow er on the  
so u ls  of m en , " and th e re b y  ac h ie v e  th e  only  r e a l  
d e a th le s s n e s s  p o ss ib le  in  t im e , is  d e te rm in e d  by 
i t s  r e a d e r s .  How w ill th e  su b s ta n c e  of T o lk ie n 's  
w o rk s  be re c e iv e d  by each  r e a d e r ,  and  to  w hat 
ex ten t w ill he p e rm it th a t su b s ta n c e  to  a ffec t h is  
p e rs o n a lity  and h is  view  of l ife  ? N othing is  r e a l ly  
a liv e , in  t im e , u n le ss  i t  i s  in c a rn a te  in  people; 
and th u s  th e  "good in fec tio n "  of T o lk ien  l iv e s  on 
and  s p re a d s  th ro u g h  us — no t m e re ly  th e  m e m ­
b e r s  of th is  S ocie ty , bu t a l l  th o se  who have tru ly  
re c e iv e d  th a t w hich  T o lk ien  h a s  so  tru th fu lly  and 
m a s te r fu l ly  g iven.
E a s te r  1975
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